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Schools are more and more called upon to accomodate

students' differences in background and experiences; this picture of
diversity includes the growing number of one-parent families.
However, educators need to be cautioned against expecting "trouble”
from the child from » one-parent family. The diversity among research
findings suggests that while, as a group, single-parent childrer tend
to have more behavioral problems in school and are at greater risk in
terms of truancy and dropout rate, the likelihood of any particular
child having cognitive or behavioral problems depends upon the
interaction of many factors. Among those factors are the adequacy of
child care arrangements; the number of siblings; the structure of the
child's environment in both the home and school; the amount of
nurturing the child receives; the age, sex, and race of the child;
the socioeconomic level of the family; and the circumstances
surrounding the separation of the parents. Therefore, the only
accurate answer to the question of whether single-parentness is
harmful to a child's academic or behavioral development may well be,

"1t depends.”
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A Closer Look at Children in Single-Parent Families

For generations educators have assumed that children living
with one pasent have more trouble 1in school than children trom
two-parent Limthes As the number of single-parent families has
grown, o has concern about the well being of their children. 1 his
concern has gnen rse to new research s well as to reexanunations
ot work cenducted during the 19608 and 1970s. hese new studies
indicate that the stuation s much more comples thun orginally
thought  Fhe expenence of iving i a siagle-parent home varies
greathy accordmg toa Large number of factors. While statistics e
hetptul as at-nish indicators, day-to-day dealings with students
shouid be guded by strong consideration of the particular aircum:.-
stances of the indmidual child

Profile of Single-Parent Families

Recent cemus frgures and reseclf data indicate the single:
parent Loty s typicsily headed by working mother.and i com-
patison tothe two-parent family has tewes Bimancial resources and
terds to retocate more often (%, 9, 13).

Figuresalsoshow that the number of such tamihiesis burgeoning
i he tankes of single-parent tamibies swelled to more than 707 i the
st decade. fram 110 otalltamubiesin 1970 0 194 in 1979 Among
biach fannties e stitistes are even more stithing nearly 357, of
Laonhics e headed by one parent Among white tannbies, 14 a1¢
sngle-parent. and among Spannh-speahing tanibes. 270 are
angleeparent Oversdl, one-parent tamibies are more prevalent m
American cities T i pnad areass 1982 tigures show that 200, ot
fastlies hvng m standard mettopobitan areds are single-pirent,
compated with 15 10 nonmctropohitan ateas (13

Thrometout the countiy, 12 anthon chisldien one out od Ine
are new ivmg m one-parent tanrhes, amd g mllion more are berng
added o that totgl vach vear Fomale-headed tamilies, which
comptise 9 out of 10 onc-parent tamilies. are tnereasing 10 times
as quichhy as tweeparent tamilies (%) The Burcau of Census estr-
nustes that 35 of all leldren born tadavin this country will spend
at feast g vear v with one parent (1.

The tvpcal thice-pesson tanuly headed by o single mothes
operates on anaverage wearly icome of 87038 justa httle more
than o third of the average meome (920,4001 of the tvpical tour-
pensen tamiby headed beoa father and mother (91 Partly because ot
reduced meome that tesults from removal of ance parent, usually
the tather, simgde-parent tanihes tend 1o relocate more often. A
1980 longitudinal study (8} of 26 schools in 14 states found that
one-parent tamilies with elementary school children tend to
relocate twice as fregquently as two-parent tamilies: at the secondary
level the ratio was three to one (K). .

In addition to being more mobile, women heading single-parent
tamilics are often eniploved outside the home. Among female-
headed famslics with school-age children, 72/¢ of the women are
emplosea. compared with 59 employment among mothers in
two-parent fammibies (4).

Are Single-Parent Children At-Risk in School?

Earlv research has indicated that- children from single-parent
famuilics scoted significantly lower on achievement tests, had more
behas soral problems in school. and received lower teacher-assigned
grades than did children in two-parent families (3). However.
recent work reexamining eatlier reseasch for methodological and

statistics! adeguacy tempers some of these tindimgs and concludes
that single-parent children are st less acadenmic nish thap previously
thought (3. 11, 14).

Hethermgton et al (31 m a review of S8 studies. found the
difterences betwern children in one- and two-patent famibies on
tests of intethgence and aputude are usually smasll and become less
signiticant when socioeconomic status is considered. They notethe
ditterence n 1Q between children i single- and two-pasent tamhes
wosnlier than the dterence inteacher-assigned grades and postu-
late that the greater dispanty in grades may be due (o

e eachers percenving students whodo not
contorm to schoolroutimesand regure-
ments as les competent

o sudents’ tunctionng m school beng
aftected by home comditions sutronmd-
mp separation and dinvoice

o children having less time tor homew ork
broguse of houschold and child-care
tiashe

Newer studies dos howeser, contim cathier tindimgs eganding
the behunior of simgle-parent childien Rescarchers generally sgree
that, m telation to twe-patent children. one-parent childien

® e absent truant.and tards more often
® have fess citicrent weah or studys huabis
e are mote distuptine 1 the classtoom

e gt the secondary {evel, vimt in-swchond
health chinmics maore ofien

e e more bhels to diop out of school
(LK)

Recent tesearch s alvo tound that parents” dinorce tends to
hase longa lasting and more serious effedts on the behavior ot
hovs than on girls. Among both boys and gids, the abwence of g
tather by death s less detnmental than absence due to the voluntary
wpaitation of the parents (7). Fos cinldien of dinanee, behavior
problems such s disobedience. aggression_and excessivedenunds
for attention ate most freguent dunmng the fist two sears aftes
the divorce and then tend to decrease ().

Although rescarch indicates that. as a group. single-parent
children eahibit more behavioral problems. and that many factors
negatively alfecting achievement and behavis may be more
prevalent in one-parent homes, single-parcntness is ot nevessanly
the problem (14) For cxample. m o NARSE study (K), using sub-
siized school funch patticipation as 4 pross tos tanult income.
data on 13,493 students in grades 7-12 indicated that family income
and the sex of the student had o greater etfect on achiesement ranh
than did the absence of a parent (usuaslly the father) in the home.

function hetter than children in conflict-ridden families. and one
study found children of divorced parerts to e more independent
in school and st home (2.

Because working women tsually head single-parent families,
many have uxsumed that theit children suffer the doubly harmful

Several studies have found that single-parent cluldren actuau\\
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effects of loss of one parent and lack of attention from the other,
Although these has been hittle research on the effects of mater nal
employment on enc-parcat tamihes. existing studtes do not

adequate provisions are made tor child care and maintenance of
houschold routines. maternal empleyment nay have no adver
etfects on childien (7). One excption to this tinding s that it a
mother begins to work at the ume of divorce or shortly thereafter.
the preschool child may tend to exmbita higher rate of behavioral
disordcrs (7).

support popular assumptions. The evidence suggests that :j

The Minority Single-Parent Family

W hile there has beena great deal of reseaich on the single-parent
child. most studies have dealt with the etfeets of dinvorce but have
neglected Lge numbers of tamihes in winch the motiner never
marricd. } urthermore. bittle work has been done on how the
experience of hving 1o a single-parent (usually fatherless) house-
hold ditfers according to such factor as race and urban versus
rutal habistion. Such factors may be important. As Hethenngton
et al (3) note. the presence of extended families and commumity
networke among blacks may make the single-parent experience
agniticantiy ditferent tor black children.

With regiard to achiesement. studies of black children. hhe
imtertactal studies, show small and nonsigmticant etfects of one-
parent reanng (3 There s some evidence. howeser, that the social
and emotional adiustment of urban black children  both trom
single-parent and two-parent famulies  may be hindercd by the
“latchhey phenomenon.”™ a term used to desciibe the increising
number of childien who. tor a certain number of hours cach day.
are expected 1o care tor themselves without the supersvision of an
adult. Although this phenomenon occurs in il sovoccononic
groups. it may be more prevalan® among, urban, black elementary
whoo! children. where the ratio may be as high as one in three (6).

In their study of latchkey children in grades 1-6 ina black urban
parochial school. 1 ang and Long tound that such children often
wulter mercased fear responses and nsecunty, and. becituse they
trequently are not allowed to nte friends to thew honies, cn-
penence 4 senous curtailment of sovglizing play (6).

On the other hand. older studies indicate that the child-reanng
practices of worhing mothers in lower sioeconomic groups and
in onc-parent (usually temale-headed) tamihies may be SUPCTION 1IN
somie wavs to the prsciices of other maothers in enhancing the social
and emotional adjustment of ther children. Working mothers are
more kel 1o create structured environments for theis chiddren und
to be more consistent in deahng with them (4) Consistency and
sructure have been shown to tacihtate the adjustment of children
who are under stress (1)

In terms of hope and expectations for therr children. black wngle
mothers are no different from afl other mothers. Bluck mothers
whose matnages have ended or who never marnied hiase been
found 1o be ne dess aspining for the educational achiesement of
therr childien than e mothers in two-pasent tamibies (3.

The Single-Parent Family and the Schod

A recent study of parents and teachers found that teachers had
jower expectations of children from single-parent families (5).
Likewise, parents perceived that teachers would have lower
cxpectations of such children. |he tindings suggest that teachery’
negatis e ¢xpectations for single-parent children may have anettect
on performance, and undencore the need tor teachers and admini-
Jrators 1o exercise care in dealing with single-parent children and
their parents. The Juerature contains @ number of yecom-
mendations:

& Teachers and administrators should avoid usng pejora-
tive language (¢.g. broken tamilies) and expressing
prejud...al atutudes toward single-parent  familiey.
and should be flexible in scheduling parent-teacher
conferences (1, 9).

e Schools should provide curricula that do not perpetuate
the “typical family™ myth of working father. stay-at-
home mother. and two children. (In fact. onv 7 ol
today™s American families fit this mold) (9).

e Administrators should keep close records on single-
parent children: requests by noncustodial parents for
report cards and school records should be granted
(1.8 9

e School personnel should recognize the needs of single-
parent famulies by wav ot special services for teachers.
parents. and chilkdren. These services may include
provision of 1n-service seminars for educators that
can teach them to recognize symptams of stress in the
classroom;  discussion groups for children and or
their parents, led by sehool coumelors or outside pro-
tessionals. and informational materialy and reading
lists for single parents trom varnous organizations (9,
10, 12).

Summary
Loday. schools are more and more called upon to accomodate
students” differences 1n hackground and expenences: this picture
of diversity also includes the growing number of one-parent
familics. However, ecucators need 10 be cautioned  against
expecting “trouble” from the child from a one-pasent fammly. The
diversity among research tindings suggests that while, as a group.
single-parent children tend 10 have mote behavioral problen.. )]
school dnd are at greater risk in terms of truancy and dropout rate,
the tikelhood of any particular child having cognitive or hehavioral
prohlems depends upon thg interaction of many factors. Among
those factors are the adequacy of child care arrangements: the
number of sibhings. the structure of the child's environment in both
the home and the school the amount of nurturing the child
receives: the age. sen. and race of the child: the sociocconomic fevel
of the tamily: and the arcumstances surrounding the separation of
the parents. Theretore. the only accurate answer to the question
of whether single-parentness is harmful to s child™ academic or
behavioral development may well be, "t depends.™
— Patricis Palker Roddy
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